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A,L hopes for the future of America were centered in the Philadelphia con-
vention when it opened in May 1787. If the convention failed to agree
on a sound form of government, the young nation might never be bound to-
gether into a working union. But how to bring this about? Searching for guid-
ance, the constitution makers who had assembled in Philadelphia studied the
records of ancient Greece and Rome. They delved into the administration of
the Carthaginian Republic. They looked at the systems used by aristocratic
city-states like Venice and Florence, and even examined the workings of tiny
federal alliances like those of Switzerland and the Netherlands. Useful par-
allels abounded. But the delegates soon discovered that no federal govern-
ment had ever been created which both recognized the coordinate role of its
member states and based its power on the consent of the people. Americans
were trying to build what had never been built before.

If the Federal Convention was to succeed, the delegates would have to dis-
play a political sagacity and a talent for comptfmfce^ich no comparable
group of men had ever exhibited. That these men did succeed is proof of thai
sense of urgency and of the solid, central basis for agreement with which they
began their deliberations. At the convention the political differences between
the large and small states were bitter, but their differences on matters of eco-
nomic interest were not acute. All the delegates were concerned, one way or
another,withstrengtheningthecentralgovernment,promotingthe stability of

GEORGE WASHINGTON, in this portrait by Joseph Wright,
displays the confidence and quiet strength that made him
a bulwark of the Republic during its troubled early years.
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